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Abstract: 
Developing a postgraduate programme suitable for graduates from any academic discipline 
presents many pedagogical, practical and process challenges. These challenges are amplified 
when the programme is architected around a ‘Blended’ delivery model developed and 
deployed within a compressed time scale and in the context of a rapidly changing landscape 
for Higher Education (HE) in the UK. 
The paper explores the challenges encountered in high expectation, high pressure, high 
visibility, multi-disciplinary programme development. It focuses on the lessons learned from 
the development and deployment of two similar postgraduate courses designed to meet the 
needs of heterogeneous graduate students from two geographically disparate UK universities 
serving similar demographics. These issues are placed within the context of an increasingly 
dynamic and turbulent landscape for UK HE, driven and shaped by market forces and the 
notion of students as customers rather than consumers (see BIS 2011, BIS 2016, McAreavey 
2015). 
The paper explores key themes and issues emerging from a ‘marketised’ UK HE landscape, 
highlighting the drivers shaping HE Institutions (HEI) to consider new forms of provision 
and approaches to delivery. This is followed by an outline of two initiatives designed by HEI 
operating towards the vocational end of the HE continuum, but in geographically separate 
catchment areas / target markets. These ‘case studies’ illustrate areas of commonality and 
similarities in responding to perceived challenges emanating from competitive pressure and 
student demand. The paper concludes with a short assessment of the potential for further 
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development along the lines established by these HEI, and identifies areas for additional 
exploration and study. 
Introduction and Context 
Higher Education (HE) in the UK is changing. Not only is there now a market orientation 
towards HE, whereby institutions face increasing competition from each other to secure 
students as sources of income, but there is also much greater emphasis placed upon the needs, 
expectations and (crucially) the experience of the student as a consumer of HE as a 
marketised service (see Marginson, 2012; Brown and Carasso, 2013). 
According to Tomlinson (2013), this focus on HE as a market-mediated concept has led 
senior management at HE Institutions (HEI) at all points along the educational continuum1 to 
consider how best to add value, as perceived by stakeholders including students, teaching 
practitioners and employers, in order to ensure their own institution’s graduates enter the 
employment market as distinctively and capably as possible. 
This paper explores initiatives developed at two geographically separate HEI, one in London 
and the other in the North West of the UK. These initiatives were designed to address specific 
drivers impacting the delivery and consumption of HE programmes and their employability 
outputs, from the perspective of the needs of graduates and potential employers across all 
sectors. 
Both HEI can trace their roots back to the 19th Century, where the establishment of 
vocationally oriented educational provision was driven directly by the needs of 
manufacturing and industrial employers for skilled workers. Both institutions evolved during 
the 20th Century to become platforms for non-traditional entrants to HE to access a university 
level education, and both continue to promote values associated with embeddedness in their 
local communities and proximity to local communities, despite now serving very different 
demographic groups than when first established. 
The two HEI currently serve diverse communities within the most densely populated parts of 
the UK (Source ONS, 2015), providing HE from entry level (e.g. Foundation Degrees) to 
 
1  The education continuum can be conceived of as a model whereby at one extreme 
education is oriented exclusively towards vocational needs (i.e. delivering skills needed for 
employment) and at the other extreme being focused exclusively on academic output (i.e. purely the 
pursuit of knowledge). 
Responsible Research and Transformation in Education Paper 2017 
Martin McAreavey (University of Bolton) / Katharine Brymer (University of the South Bank) 
Level 8 (i.e. research based doctoral level qualifications). Both have large and well 
established student bodies, with the London based institution having nearly 18,000 students 
and the North West based institution over 11,0002. Demographic profiles for both institutions 
are similar, and reflect a clear widening participation focus. 
As a result of the competitive pressure from sector drivers explored later in this paper, senior 
management at both HEI recognised the need to equip graduates with relevant and value-
added skills and knowledge capable of differentiating these students from those graduating 
from other institutions. Working with academic practitioners experienced in programme 
design and innovation, both institutions set out to pilot new forms of delivery that would 
provide market-oriented differentiation for their graduates, and both adopted the principle 
that any such provision should be made available at no cost to qualifying alumni.  
Two case studies, outlining the key features of the initiatives deployed by these HEI, are set 
out later in the paper. First, however, the specific drivers underlying the development are 
explored, as these macro forces are common across all forms of HE provision in the UK, yet 
have resulted in highly divergent responses from HEI across the sector. 
The Changing Competitive Landscape for HE in the UK 
The structural, political and ideological drivers underpinning today’s landscape for British 
Higher Education (HE) can be traced back more than fifty years to the ideas set out by Lord 
Robbins (1963). In the decades since Robbins set out his blue-print for the development of 
mass-market HE, successive UK administrations have sought to re-structure social 
expectations and introduce legislation to allow HE to become accessible to a wider 
proportion of the British population than the ‘elite’ who went to university prior to the 1960s 
(see Robbins, 1963; Shattock, 2012; Watson, 2014). 
The focus of this movement has been aimed principally in two key areas – widening student 
participation and opening up institutional delivery beyond the ‘traditional university’. It was 
recognised right at the start of the ‘massification movement’ in the 1960s that the solution 
could not take the form of simple expansion of the existing ‘elite’ university system, and that 
instead there would need to be consideration of new forms and formats of HE delivery in 
order to support wider access to the levels targeted (Watson, 2014; Parry, 2015). Such forms 
have included the rapid development of degree level delivery of technical and vocational 
 
2  Includes off campus and overseas provision 
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subject areas at specialist institutions, previously known as ‘Polytechnics’, expansion and re-
purposing of colleges specialising in teacher education, and then, in 1992, a more 
comprehensive re-organisation where a range of types of HE provider previously outside the 
University system were ‘incorporated’ as Universities in their own right (Shattock, 2012; 
Watson, 2014; Parry 2015). 
This momentum continues to the present day, with the most recent government White Paper 
(BIS 2016) paving the way for legislation in 2017 which will increase the proportion of 
private provision (i.e. commercial organisations delivering HE programmes and being 
awarded ‘University’ status). 
The ‘Massification’ of HE in the UK has not been without its problems however, for 
individuals as well as institutions. For example, individual students now entering HE in 
England can expect to leave at the end of their three or four year course having accumulated 
significant debt through a combination of tuition fees and living costs – so the stakes (i.e. 
such as financial risk, pressure to repay debt) are much higher now than they have ever been. 
Not only that, but due to the increased numbers of students achieving at degree level in the 
UK, graduate now face much greater competition for ‘graduate level’ employment. Indeed, 
with figures for undergraduate entry into HE topping half a million in 2015 (UCAS 2015), 
students starting programmes this year face the prospect of over one million more graduates 
being in the job market by the time they graduate.  
This has led to a phenomenon known as ‘Qualification Inflation’ based on the economic 
principle that the more of a commodity that is available in the market, the lower its face value 
(Tooley, 1996). Many students now face the prospect of having to invest further in their 
education and development in order to make themselves distinctive from other graduate job-
seekers and attractive to potential employers. Whilst some undergraduates use their time at 
university to engage in extra-curricular activities relevant to entry into employment, for many 
this might take the form of further study at postgraduate level, which inevitably comes at a 
cost. Despite recent attempts to encourage greater domestic uptake of postgraduate 
programmes (UCAS, 2016), for students from low income backgrounds or for whom the 
‘graduate premium’ is unobtainable, taking on the additional cost of a postgraduate 
qualification can be prohibitive. This may mean that HEI whose target student profile is 
skewed towards this demographic, may find it difficult to recruit sufficient numbers to make 
postgraduate provision sustainable, as such students just can’t afford to take on additional 
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debt to fund their studies. The result is that many HEI have started to think about alternative 
ways of demonstrating the value of postgraduate study through initiatives that provide a taste 
of what is possible, but at a relatively low (or nil) cost compared to conventional study. 
Institutions too face problems arising from the move to a marketised / massified HE 
landscape. Despite the (relatively) large numbers of undergraduates entering HE each year, 
the removal of number-caps means institutions are no longer constrained in terms of their 
recruitment strategies, which has increased competition for student enrolments and a greater 
emphasis upon developing brand-loyalty once students have enrolled at lower levels. 
HEI attracting larger volumes of so called ‘high tariff’ students, have an advantage over those 
whose target markets are more aligned with widening participation. Institutions are measured 
on the quality of their outputs, including graduate destinations into ‘relevant occupations’ 
(i.e. graduate level employment). Whilst even the most optimistic policy perspectives 
acknowledge the reduction in the ‘graduate premium’ there appears to be little explicit 
recognition of the differences in starting point for measurement between HEI (Rodgers, 
2007). Hence whilst ‘Russell Group’ universities typically attract a large proportion of  ‘high 
tariff’ students already equipped to cope with the demands of academia, those at the ‘low 
tariff’ end often recruit students starting from a much lower level of achievement, and with 
much lower expectations from their ‘student experience’. The trajectory described by the 
former is quite often higher and more directed than that of their ‘vocationally oriented’ 
counterparts in the latter group, and this skews any comparison between outputs from HEI 
situated in very different parts of the landscape. 
Temple et al (2014 p3) note the emergence of a ‘more competitive environment’ following 
the introduction of the new tuition fee regime in 2012. At the same time, other government 
policies were having the effect of increasing competitive pressures in an already competitive 
higher-education environment. Some of these policies were deliberately designed to increase 
competition (removing the cap on the number of high-achieving A-level students that a 
university could recruit, for example), while in other instances the competitive impact seemed 
to be a side-effect of other policy objectives (a more demanding visa regime for international 
students, for example). 
Students now perceive themselves as consumers within a market based system (Tomlinson, 
2015), rather than as participants within a process oriented around academics (i.e. the 
‘traditional view’ of HE). This has meant a marked rise in HEI channelling resources into the 
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management of ‘the student experience’ in search of clear and marketable ‘USPs’ associated 
with their particular approach to HE delivery. Whilst some commentators have questioned 
the conceptual validity of the concept of the student experience due to the large potential for 
variability in perception amongst a population numbering nearly three million in the UK, a 
2014 study for the Higher Education Academy (HEA) proposes a useful framework for 
considering the management of the student experience from four key perspectives:  
Application; Academic; Campus; and ‘Graduate’ (Temple et al. 2014). The study also notes 
the impact that strategic change has had in terms of what is delivered by HEI of different 
types, suggesting that HEI have started to use differentiated approaches in these dimensions 
as a competitive tactic to attract more students. 
With the emergence of a more assertive student voice, as a result of higher tuition fees and a 
shift towards a neo-liberal model, HEI are now, more than ever, conscious of the need to 
deliver value as perceived by key stakeholders, and for the need to demonstrate ‘value added’ 
in and around the notional ‘student experience’(Purcell et al, 2011). Further, as HEI face 
more intense competitive pressure in terms of student recruitment, a heavy emphasis is now 
placed on the notion of ‘employability’. This is found not only in changes to curricula, but 
also in the provision of additional ‘employment related’ support for students at all levels, 
attempts to build closer links with employers (e.g. advisory boards, employer input into 
programme development and validation processes, increased use of placements and 
internships, employer sponsorship of courses).  
Morgan (2012) cited in Temple et al (2014 p8) identifies a range of key dimensions for 
considering the value proposition from the student perspective. This includes focusing on 
stages such as: first contact and admissions; pre-arrival; arrival and orientation; induction; 
reorientation and reintroduction to study (for continuing students); ‘outduction’ – preparing 
to leave, graduation and beyond. The initiatives outlined later in this paper consider the 
drivers for HEI to develop initiatives around the final ‘outduction’ phase in this model. 
UK government policies for HE, such as those set out in White Papers in 2011 and 2016 
(BIS) intend to support the creation of market-like mechanisms and increased competition 
between institutions in England. One such policy, allowing universities to recruit uncapped 
numbers of high-achieving A-level students, and thereby stimulating competition among 
universities to attract such students, helped to crystallise the idea of the student experience as 
it is now understood (Baird and Gordon 2009). Certainly, in the UK, more detailed 
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information than ever is now available on the views of students at both undergraduate and 
postgraduate (e.g. through the Postgraduate Taught Experience Survey and the Postgraduate 
Research Experience Survey) levels, and on all aspects of their academic and broader 
experiences as students. (Temple et al 2014 p10). So, not only do HEI know that they are 
under scrutiny from students, they also now have to accept the scrutiny of direct competitors, 
who are able to access detailed information about their provision, their retention and the 
trajectories of their students over time – a real ‘double whammy’ of intense attention. 
The 2011 higher education White Paper (BIS 2011), identified improving the student 
experiences as one of three challenges the Government’s reforms sought to tackle (the others 
were financial sustainability and social mobility). It declared that “institutions must deliver a 
better student experience; improving teaching, assessment, feedback and preparation for the 
world of work.” (BIS 2011, p. 4). The White Paper also called for greater employer 
engagement in higher education in order to enhance student employability.  
These changes add up to create a higher education landscape which is both fluid and 
unpredictable, with major challenges for institutional leaderships and managements and their 
academic and professional staff. 
PEDAGOGICAL CONSIDERATIONS 
As well as choosing what course to study and at which institution, students 
should also be able to exercise choice over how they study. This 
Government is committed to increasing choice for all students, particularly 
those who would benefit from more flexibility in higher education. We are 
committed to support part-time study. (BIS, 2016 p52)  
Students are increasingly looking to engage with HE on their own terms, at times and via 
media that suit their preference, rather than the traditional face to face ‘timetabled’ delivery 
associated with University level education (Salmon, 2002; Hannan, 2005; Walker et al, 
2016). HEI have started to consider how to meet this growing demand, and have been 
wrestling with the delicate balance between continuing to offer conventional campus based 
provision and developing new (potentially self-competing) forms of delivery.  
The use of the VLE is well established, with Moodle and Blackboard being the two main 
platforms adopted in the UK, although this is mainly used as an adjunct to conventional 
provision (Walker et al, 2016). Some HEI, including that at which the author is an External 
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Examiner, utilise the flexibility and coverage associated with virtual platforms as the main-
stay of their delivery approach. For institutions where the student base is both geographically 
and demographically dispersed, this has been a major source of competitive advantage, 
allowing these HEI to reach areas and student groups previously unavailable other than via 
the traditional ‘you come to our campus to study’ option. 
Traditional campus / classroom based approaches for HE are sometimes criticised for being 
overly didactic and lacking in engagement opportunities for students, particularly at those 
larger HEI whose delivery models are based around student numbers per module in the 
hundreds. Whilst this is less of an issue at smaller HEI where smaller class sizes enable more 
intensive and personalised engagement with students, the need to improve and enhance ‘the 
student experience’, coupled with pressure from widening participation, means there is now 
greater emphasis on student-centric forms of delivery. Pares et al (2014) comment on the 
changing nature of our society and the ‘need for new and adaptive perspectives and 
approaches to education’ that better meet today’s needs (Pares et al , 2014 p5), and where 
teachers do more than simply transmit knowledge, and instead accompany students on their 
path to self-regulated knowledge construction. 
This is a key notion when considering postgraduate pedagogy – not only are students 
expected to be more self-reliant, critical and ‘masterly’ than their undergraduate counterparts, 
but they are also held more responsible for the quality of their outcomes. In some instances, 
postgraduate students acquire considerably more expertise and knowledge of aspects of their 
discipline than that of their instructors. This is how masters-level students gravitate towards 
Level 8 (Doctoral) study in their selected disciplines (Hammond, 2017 ch5). So, for a 
masters-level programme to succeed, there needs to be explicit recognition of the need for the 
instructor to allow for rich and diverse exploration of the curriculum that is unconstrained by 
their personal perspectives and interests. This is where a ‘Dialogic Learning Model’ is key, as 
this allows for ‘multiple views and different ways of seeing and knowing, which leads (the 
student) to reflect upon the syllabus (content), the existence of multiple perspectives and the 
possibility of subjective realities emerging from the reflection (process) (Pares et al. 2014 p6) 
New and ‘non-traditional’ forms of delivery, such as ‘blended learning’ whereby teaching 
and learning is delivered using a variety of methods, are ideal platforms for the deployment 
of a dialogic approach for postgraduate study. The use of Virtual Learning Environment 
(VLE) technology in particular, with its emphasis on flexible access and use of features such 
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as online forums for interaction between tutors and students, provides an effective platform 
for the use of a dialogic approach, rather than a traditional tutor-led orientation to learning.  
In addition, the availability of stable technology both for institutions (e.g. Intranet, VLE), 
wide public access to the internet and a multiplicity of device platforms for accessing and 
interacting with content, now means that HEI can deploy blended programmes via VLE 
confident that this will allow them to re-purpose existing content, to reach further and more 
flexibly to connect with potential students than ever before, and to do so at a much lower cost 
per seat than traditional bricks and mortar / campus based delivery. The notion of brand 
loyalty is not lost on senior management in HEI, and although some institutions have been 
quicker off the mark in developing alumni channels for repeat business and progression than 
others, there is a clear opportunity now to use technology to maintain contact with existing 
graduates, as a means of converting them at a later stage into loyal paying customers 
(Palmera et al, 2016; Stephenson & Yerger, 2014). 
The role of ‘applied education’ in cementing the links between learning and contributing 
effectively and early when in employment is well understood. For many years HEI have 
offered students opportunities to engage with real life scenarios during their programmes, 
with features such as ‘Industrial Placement’, ‘Internships’ and shorter term project 
placements often built into undergraduate programmes. However, some areas where 
employers perceive the need for graduate awareness, such as leadership and management 
(McAreavey, 2016) cannot easily be translated from the text-book to behaviour, without 
incurring significant risk both to the individual and their organisation. Advances in computer 
technology, graphic design and animation now promote the possibility of using ‘Virtual 
Environments’ as an alternative to ‘learning on the job’. Key benefits are available through 
allowing students to interact with ideas and situations ‘in context’ but without the 
consequences associated with real life practice. For example, in engaging with online virtual 
scenarios, students can play with ideas, run scenarios multiple times, test the impact of 
different choices and timing on scenario outcomes, reflect on outcomes and internalise 
learning before re-running scenarios, and receive contextualised feedback about their learning 
(Xu et al, 2013; Simcova, 2014). Not only that, but virtual environments also encourage 
student creativity, promote learning as ‘fun’, dissociate learning process from content, and 
enable self-paced interaction with ideas to suit the pace, ability and personal motivation of 
the student (Simcova, 2014) 
Responsible Research and Transformation in Education Paper 2017 
Martin McAreavey (University of Bolton) / Katharine Brymer (University of the South Bank) 
In addition, the familiarity of online content and interacting with it serves to promote levels 
of engagement with programmes, although it is noted that students following blended or 
distance learning models ‘need greater self-orientation and self-regulation to achieve their 
academic goals (Goulao and Cerezo, 2013 p265). The challenge of making students more 
responsible for their own learning process (e.g. when and how they interact with course 
content) is further complicated when this is attempted at a new and stretching level, such as 
for a Masters level qualification. 
It is not just students and government that have been calling for changes to the delivery of HE 
– employers and agencies representing local and regional economic development have long 
recognised the difficulties inherent in forcing students to participate in campus based 
educational development (see CMI 2014; BCC, 2014; Tomlinson, 2012). 
The HE system in the UK has been universally slow to react to calls from industry to address 
perceived skills-gaps (e.g . BCC, 2014, LEP 2014) and attempts to build closer links with 
employers have been inconsistent between HEI. According to the UK Government, 
employers report a growing mismatch between the skills they need and the skills that 
graduates offer (BIS 2016 p43).Recent research looking at employer perceptions and 
expectations for graduate skills (McAreavey, 2016) suggests that more work is required to 
close ‘the employability gap’ between what students believe they are capable of and what 
employers believe is delivered by the HE system. 
Whilst the UK remains the 8th largest manufacturing economy in the world (ONS, 2015), the 
demand for graduate skills has evolved significantly away from manufacturing towards 
meeting the needs of a ‘knowledge economy’ in the 21st Century. Whereas at the start of the 
20th Century, one in four people worked in manufacturing in the UK, today one in four is in 
full time education. We still need to deliver the skills required by the economy, but these 
skills have evolved as technology and social change have also moved on. 
Thirty years ago, graduates entering the employment market place might have held realistic 
expectations of obtaining management level work, or at least work with the prospect of 
promotion to a management or leadership role. Today, despite the massive increase in 
numbers of graduates, organisations still face a shortage of leadership and management 
trained and aware candidates, and this has an impact on the overall competitive position of 
the UK economy (BIS 2012).  
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“Management and leadership development can and does, in the UK and 
elsewhere, enhance performance for economic and social benefit. It does not 
currently do so to its full potential, and there are therefore further 
performance gains to be had from improving it.”    
 Burgoyne et al (2004, p77) 
The UK has a deficit in management quality relative to the US, Germany, Japan 
and Sweden. This management deficit is likely to be a cause of our productivity gap 
with countries like the US, Germany, and Japan. If we want to increase our 
competitiveness vis-à-vis such countries, then we need to consider how to improve 
management practices in the UK.        Bloom 
et al (2007) 
In 2014, research published by the Chartered Management Institute (CMI) covering over 
4500 managers, 300 Chief Executive Officers (CEO) and 550 senior Human Resources 
professional in the UK identified real productivity gains of up to 32% were available to 
organisations across all sectors where management and leadership capabilities were 
developed effectively (CMI 2014, p12). This potential was being undermined in the UK, 
however, due to chronic under-investment in leadership and management training, which had 
become an early casualty of global recession. 
The CMI findings were similar to research undertaken on behalf of the UK Government (BIS 
2012) which concluded that, “Quite simply, improving leadership and management skills is 
the key that will unlock the potential of UK businesses, allowing them to seize the 
opportunities available to them and achieve sustainable economic prosperity” (BIS 2012, 
p79) 
Leadership & Management – Employer and Student Demands 
Research undertaken at the University of Bolton in 2016 further reinforced the need for 
graduates awareness of contextualised leadership and management skills and capabilities 
(McAreavey, 2016). A survey using characteristics drawn from Pedler et al (2010, 2013) was 
used to elicit responses from a cross-section of North West UK based employers via social 
media. This identified a range of leadership and management characteristics that these 
employers felt were either very important or essential to graduate success, and the relative 
priority of these as graduate attributes. Over 90% of respondents felt that awareness of 
leadership qualities and management potential was either Essential (39%), Very Important 
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(26%) or Important (26%). Drilling down further, into specific industry issues, the research 
found that employers believe that it is vital for graduates to demonstrate awareness of 
leadership and management issues at an industry level. Nearly 90% of respondents felt this 
was Essential (30%), Very Important (17%) or Important (39%), with the other 13% 
reporting neutrality toward the issue. A number of Management Competences are particularly 
valued by employers, including: People Management Skills; The Ability to Learn; Initiative; 
Emotional Resilience. The research also identified leadership qualities perceived as most 
important (for graduates) by employers, including: Skill in dealing with people; 
Trustworthiness; Adaptability and Flexibility; Capacity to motivate others; Eagerness to 
accept responsibility.  
The study’s quantitative findings were reinforced by qualitative responses from participants. 
A good example came from the manager of a £ multi-million major retail branded store who 
commented: 
“It’s vital our graduates are aware of the importance of leadership and 
management, and the difference between the two, in order to move our 
business forward and future proof our operation. We require strong leaders 
to bring alive our core purpose, engage our colleagues in our vision and 
mobilise our teams to enable them to deliver in their area even when under 
pressure.” 
The results of the employer based research were fed into a subsequent research study 
conducted within a sample of over 560 graduating students at the University during summer 
2016. This was intended to assess the appetite of graduates from all disciplines across the 
university for postgraduate study to enhance employability, and their attitudes towards the 
development of leadership and management skills, a key finding from the employer based 
research (McAreavey, 2016). 
Students graduating in 2016 were contacted via central Student Services and asked to take 
part in an online survey into attitudes towards postgraduate study. As part of this survey, 
students were made aware of plans for a free to access postgraduate initiative, intended to 
enhance their employability, and asked to comment on their interest in the core theme 
(Leadership and Management) and propensity to enrol. Nearly 100 responses were received 
(17.7%) within the short time available to include the results as a design consideration for the 
initiative under development at the university.  
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From this survey, 91% of respondents said that further study at postgraduate level was either 
‘Something they were committed to doing’ (52%) or ‘Something they would consider’ 
(39%). Less than 10% of survey respondents said it was something they hadn’t considered, 
and no-one completely ruled out further postgraduate study. Comments from student 
respondents included: 
“I think in this day and age, unless you are extremely lucky, a degree alone 
isn't enough in the majority of cases. It is a very competitive world to enter 
after graduation, and so further education is necessary for me....” 
“Postgraduate study is an essential feature of today's employment 
landscape, and it is needed to differentiate from other 'ordinary' graduates”   
“I think it is an important step in my development” 
When questioned about the perceived value of leadership and management awareness and 
skills for employment purposes, 100% of respondents gave a positive response, with 49% 
stating this was something they considered ‘Essential’, 40% agreeing it would be ‘Nice to 
have’ and the remaining 11% agreeing this would ‘Help to progress their employment 
prospects’. Comments included: 
“I believe this is very valuable in any situation whether it be working for an 
organisation or setting up your own business” 
“It will enhance my chances of employment in managerial positions.” 
“I think this would help me make a case for promotion and certainly help 
when it comes to appraisal time” 
“I have the potential to contribute to leadership and management, and 
learning the skills would bring this potential forward.” 
“It is essential when thinking about starting up on your own and working 
within an organization” 
All respondents agreed that postgraduate study must be based upon robust and contemporary 
academic content, and that such study would be enhanced by the opportunity to practice and 
apply theory in existing or aspired to employment contexts. Comments included: 
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“.. good to see how theory is applied in practice. Expert speakers offer great 
insight but I think role play and virtual simulations help build confidence” 
“It gives the chance to experience real life activities in work environments.” 
“The ability to think outside the box, think quickly, would be developed by 
virtual simulation, and role play. learning from experienced speakers adds 
the essential element "experience"  
“I think this helps build confidence especially if someone is new to the job 
role “ 
“It is good to be able to test out ideas before trying them for real in the 
workplace”   
Finally, the vast majority (97.5%) of respondents felt that postgraduate study should be 
focused on the development of tangible outputs that are meaningful at an individual / 
personal level. 
These results were synthesised with the findings from employer based research and presented 
to the  University as part of the design considerations and underlying logic for the 
development of a new programme, validated in June 2016 and deployed in pilot form in 
Semester 1 2016/17 academic year. 
The following section showcases two examples of initiatives designed to add value to student 
outcomes and trajectory from HEI at the vocational end of the educational continuum are 
explored below. These initiatives were conceived within geographically distinct HEI serving 
similar demographic profiles for HE entrants. 
London South Bank Initiative   
Within the Business School at London South Bank University there was a developing 
awareness that post graduation students could benefit from on-going assistance.  This was a 
focus of conversation among academic colleagues going into the academic year 2014/15.  A 
view emerged that further assistance which could facilitate the path into graduate 
employment would be of meaningful benefit to underemployed and unemployed graduates.  
With this resolve it was decided to validate and launch a programme which was intended to 
achieve this and be delivered without fee to recently graduated London South Bank 
University Business School students. The concept was to block deliver a 30 credit 
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programme of between 9 and 13 weeks. The approach taken was to offer student’s as much 
flexibility as possible. To that end, “All course and module materials are available on the 
University’s VLE (Moodle) and communication with students will be predominantly by 
electronic means.”3 
The rationale and aims for the PGCertLL (PostGraduate Certificate in Lifelong Learning) in 
Project Management is explained in the Course Specification Document which was submitted 
for validation in December 2014. In an attempt to meet the varied needs of our students the 
course was designed so that unemployed students would be found five week placements in 
order to conduct a piece of project management work within the university. Those students 
that were already employed had the benefit of a work environment already and undertook 
their supervised project management practice over a period of nine weeks.  
The aim of the course is to prepare students/learners for employment and/or further 
professional development by helping learners develop the capacity for self--‐ direction, 
supporting transformational learning, and promoting “emancipatory learning and social 
action”4. Through transformational learning, as the learner matures and reflects on life 
experiences in relation to his or her self--‐ perception, beliefs, and lifestyle, the learner’s 
perspective shall be enriched with project management skills And the opportunity to reflect 
on their application in a practical environment.  
In the current competitive job environment, there is a great deal of value to be gained by 
strengthening ones knowledge and experience. Universities have a strong record of fostering 
knowledge, innovation, enterprise and skills, developing individuals with the essential skills 
for practice. This course explores important concepts; principles, methodologies and 
techniques through practical exercises, and techniques associated within the Body of 
Knowledge (BoK) activities to facilitate interdisciplinary thought. The scope of the course 
enables the undertaking of informed practical experience, and preparation for future 
employment, professional qualifications and training and/or education. 
 
3 Rationale and Overview, PGCertLL (PostGraduate Certificate in Lifelong Learning) in Project 
Management, School of Business, December 2014. 
 
4 Merriam, S.B. (2001). Andragogy and self-directed learning: Pillars of adult learning theory. New Directions for 
Adult and Continuing Education, Vol. 89: 3-13. San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass. pp.9.  
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Lifelong learning is the on-going, voluntary, and self-motivated pursuit of knowledge for 
personal and/ or professional reasons.  It does not only enhance social inclusion, active 
citizenship, and personal development, but also self-sustainability, rather than just 
competitiveness and employability. Linking the PGCert Lifelong Learning with project 
management provides an all-embracing description of an activity that is multi-faceted and 
that combines a very wide range of skills, for practical employment in a variety of 
organisations/institutions/workplaces. All businesses employ managerial and technical 
management processes that are dealt with via project management methodology tools so in 
designing the curriculum for this course the aspiration has been practical skill development. 
Project management skills in general play a key role in all business areas these days, from 
business, retail, finance, engineering, IT, telecoms, local and national government, media, 
sport, leisure, health services, education and many more.  Examples of projects are wide 
ranging and include: conferences, promotional events, software application implementations, 
organisational restructuring, and new product and service launches. 
The course addresses the core skills of project management and the BoK, but does so from 
the perspective of practical experience through project skills and students are introduced to 
the emerging paradigms of problem structuring and business skills within the context of 
project management in a practical work environment. The course has five key aims: 
1. The development of rigorous business project management skills to engender practical 
engagement of BoK skills in work experience and employment; 
2. Exploration of the connectivity of the BoK (project management) approaches with 
orthodox methods to control cost, timescale, quality, scope, risk and benefits in work 
experience; 
3. The application of lifelong learning project management skills in working practices;  
4. The development of a critical understanding of key performance methodologies for project 
management; 
5. The integration of project ideas and project management to support lifelong‐ learning 
activities innovation and change and their development in practice. 5 
 
5 Course Specification, PGCertLL (PostGraduate Certificate in Lifelong Learning) in Project 
Management, School of Business, December 2014. 
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Operationally the programme consists of two new modules specifically designed for this 
course.  A 10 credit module titled Business Project Management and a 20 credit module titled 
Business Project Management Practice both validated at Level 7. Business Project 
Management is a skills based continuous professional development (CPD) module with 
Business Project Management themes.   
The approach taken covers the Project Management Body of Knowledge (BoK) concepts. It 
is delivered over three weeks (10 hours of contact time per week).  The module links project 
management with its dual focus on competencies and capabilities and moves learners towards 
better addressing the needs of employees through complex, critical and changing work 
environments. The application of project management techniques relating to the structuring 
of problems at all organisational levels is utilised as an approach to teaching. Throughout the 
emphasis is on the use of projects for supporting strategy development in practice. 
Project Management Practice is intended to develop and provide work related knowledge, 
skills and capabilities to undertake and complete project management practice.  In addition its 
purpose is to facilitate further work opportunities in fields relating to the degree programmes 
students have previously studied. 
The module is intended to enhance the student’s understanding of Business Project 
undertakings, organisational structures and working practices.  This is done through one to 
one consultations and the practice work itself.  Students are required to undertake practice 
either in their place of work or within the university.  If within the university this practice will 
be of five weeks duration. If students are already employed the work experience practice will 
last nine weeks and take place in their place of work. During the practice component students 
will contribute to a business project under the contact/supervision of their academic project 
supervisor.6 
University of Bolton Initiative 
The Bolton course grew out of a strong desire to support graduates across all disciplines 
facing either under employment (i.e. in non-graduate jobs) or unemployment following 
graduation. Research during 2016 with UK based employers identified five clear themes 
across all sectors, seen as key to graduate awareness and capability for Leadership and 
 
6 Module Descriptors, PGCertLL (PostGraduate Certificate in Lifelong Learning) in Project 
Management, School of Business, December 2014, p1, p4 
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Management. Parallel research with UK graduates confirmed the need for flexible provision 
directed at refining industry-specific leadership and management skills. The combination of 
these perspectives provided a clear rationale for the design and development of the 
programme which, in recognition of challenges faced by graduates of all disciplines in the 
contemporary environment, contributed to the choice of blended delivery and the provision of 
the course free of charge.  
The initiative was rooted in a deep commitment to current and graduating students and the 
acknowledgement of ethical and social responsibility of HE institutions for facilitating 
employment success. In developing the provision, three key questions were used to anchor 
pedagogical considerations: 
 Can we engage students from heterogeneous disciplines and orient them for success? 
 Can we create an inspiring learning space to support students in achieving their best? 
 Can we ensure the development of the individual, beyond the acquisition of 
knowledge and skills, for success as graduates once they leave university? 
This led directly to the design, market testing, marketing and deployment of a 20 credit Level 
7 module, suitable for graduates of any discipline, delivered in blended learning format using 
a combination of on campus workshops (2) and online content accessed and e-moderated via 
the University’s VLE (Moodle). 
The module serves to enhance University of Bolton graduate employability relative to other 
institutions’ graduates and places particular emphasis on principal aims including to: 
 Develop an effective personal leadership orientation and profile to enhance perceived 
effectiveness and employability of UoB Graduates 
 Create critical awareness of leadership and management issues in order to develop 
distinctiveness and value compared to other graduates 
 Develop action-oriented leadership and management capabilities through action 
learning and personal reflection 
Key features include: 
 Peer-grouping with students from complementary academic disciplines for action-
learning sets 
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 Structured exposure to leadership and management challenges as part of a portfolio 
based approach to personal development 
 A focus on cross-discipline perspectives on leadership and management to provide an 
enhanced and rounded view of personal development needs 
 A combination of traditional and blended learning models to support flexible delivery 
and enhance opportunities for engagement across a diverse participant profile 
 The use of a multi-modal architecture for delivery, to allow for a range of learning 
styles and preferences, but built principally around interactive forums (for discussion 
of core concepts and themes), virtual simulation (to enable hands-on experience of 
theory applied in practice) and a focus on building personalised outputs capable of 
adding value to each student’ employability and confidence. 
 Where students are not currently in employment, support is provided to seek 
engagement with a relevant organisational context 
 This programme is offered without charge or fees to University of Bolton Graduates 
A range of platforms are used to engage students in goal-oriented learning, supported by 
conventional tutor-led sessions complemented with peer-driven action-learning sets (ALS) 
moderated by academic staff. Substantial independent study is expected in order for students 
to attain the levels of awareness and internalization of key leadership and management 
theories and models, and how these relate to their own personal priorities and targeted 
outcomes for the programme.  
Action-learning sets around key (prescribed) topic areas form the main formative assessment 
method, with online moderation of student contribution to assigned tasks used to monitor 
progress towards program learning outcomes. Regular contact is maintained with students via 
VLE and other formal communications, using methods such as forum discussions and 
individual messaging. Participation in forum discussions is an essential part of successful 
completion of the module, as is engaging within allocated peer learning sets.  
Students are assessed on their participation via VLE in assigned ALS, and the quality of their 
contributions requiring a pass grade (50%) in order to continue to the second and third phases 
of the programme. Students produce a report-style Personal Leadership and Management 
Development Plan (PLMDP), set within a current or aspired to role in an employment 
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context. This includes substantial reference to relevant theory and a Personal Reflective 
Review (PRR) of the module and the learning accrued through participation. Students are 
encouraged to think creatively and to produce a highly individual and personally reflective 
final submission, through negotiation and agreement of content and format for final 
submission with the Module Lead. Students are encouraged to respond to academic research 
around perceived priorities for both leadership and management, including current 
perspectives drawn from University of Bolton staff research. In addition students will be 
encouraged to undertake their own research within the industry sector they currently work 
within, or that to which they aspire, enabling a current and employment-oriented / value 
added focus driven by empirical research in the field. 
The initial pilot deployment of the programme took place in October 2016, following 
intensive marketing to graduating students in the summer, and the generation of nearly 200 
‘expressions of interest’ from eligible candidates wishing to take part. At the time of writing 
the pilot had achieved retention of over 73% at the end of the second phase (Virtual 
Leadership Simulation) and formal evaluation for the programme was under development 
ahead of a wider-scale deployment of the course starting in academic year 2017-18. 
Commentary 
The two initiatives outlined above provide evidence that HEI are responding to a drivers such 
as a more competitive and dynamic landscape for HE provision, increased pressure from 
students as ‘customers and consumers’, advances in enabling technology and institutional 
focus on the leveraging of existing knowledge assets to drive down costs. 
Both initiatives reflect an ambition to add value to graduates from each institution, providing 
them with market-driven skills, knowledge and capabilities suitable for differentiating from 
other graduates. Both perform an important ‘Brand Loyalty’ function, by providing graduates 
with an opportunity to experience higher level learning at their existing institution via ‘taster 
programmes’. The impact of these initiatives in terms of progression to relevant further study 
and enhanced employment prospects / capability at work provides an excellent opportunity 
for future research and publication. Both programmes are subject to further refinement and 
adjustment based on feedback from stakeholders including participants, employers and 
academic staff involved in their deployment. 
Clear similarities in approach are evident when comparing the programmes deployed by the 
two HEI, despite these being conceived, designed, validated and implemented in isolation 
Responsible Research and Transformation in Education Paper 2017 
Martin McAreavey (University of Bolton) / Katharine Brymer (University of the South Bank) 
from each other. For example, both approaches took a starting focus on unemployed & 
underemployed graduates, both operate a blended approach via VLE (Moodle) & on campus 
workshops, both feature a strong skills & applied learning orientation, are built around a 
reflexive architecture (i.e. action learning sets, assessment), both generate student outputs that 
are contextualised in current or aspired to employment setting. Both programmes are 
validated by their institutions and offer a contained Level 7 (Postgraduate Certificate) award 
for students successfully completing the syllabus and assessment. Finally, both are offered to 
eligible graduates free of charge by their institutions. 
Some dissimilarities also exist between the programmes, with the London based programme 
featuring a short & intensive 9-13 week delivery time-frame compared to the 9 month 
‘extended’ format opted for at Bolton. In terms of functional specialism within Business & 
Management, the London offering is built around a Project Management theme and skills, 
whilst the Bolton initiative is designed to develop applied skills and capabilities around 
Leadership and Management. The conceptual perspective for London based students is the 
individual and their personal / idiosyncratic learning journey, which is supported by the 
design of the course specifically for Business & Management students. The Bolton course is 
purposively designed to accommodate students from diverse subject disciplines across the 
entire University portfolio, and assumes no prior knowledge of the core themes delivered in 
the various phases.  
Whilst both courses are promoted as being ‘blended’, the London initiative is predominantly 
campus based, with dedicated and replicated content available in support via VLE. The 
Bolton course is predominantly delivered and moderated via VLE, with only two well spaced 
workshops on campus throughout the nine months duration. 
Early indications from both courses are very positive, both in terms of the anecdotal feedback 
from participants about their experience of learning, their improved social capital in the 
employment market and their development of marketable skills. Employer feedback is 
somewhat limited at this point, but all employers informally surveyed so far have reported 
noticeable impacts on employees taking part in these initiatives. 
Future research will include analysis of quantitative and qualitative data outputs from the 
programmes (e.g. student retention, achievement data, quality evaluation surveys etc). 
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The acid test, for these and similar initiatives at UK HEI will be, do sponsoring institutions 
continue to deploy value added and free to access programmes in support of graduate 
employability? Time, of course, will tell. 
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